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What Is Take Back the Tap?

Take Back the Tap, an education and advocacy campaign 
of Food & Water Watch, is designed to build a movement 

for protecting and conserving water and ensuring that water 
management remains in the public domain rather than the hands of 
private corporations. One of the Take Back the Tap campaign goals 
is to decrease consumption and sales of bottled water. Millions of 
U.S. consumers drink bottled water every year, in part because they 
think that it is safer or better than tap water. Rather than buying into 
this myth of purity in a bottle, consumers should drink from the tap. 
Watch the Food & Water Watch video on bottled water: http://www.
foodandwaterwatch.org/water/pubs/reports/take-back-the-tap

Bottled water is a scam. Bottled water production is less regulated 
than that of tap water, with fewer than three full-time staff at the 
Food & Drug Administration, the regulatory agency responsible for 
the industry, overseeing the entire industry. Recent independent 
tests of bottled water show it is often contaminated with chemicals or 
bacteria.  There is also evidence that chemicals from the plastic can 
leach into water, but there has not been testing of the possible health 
effects of this contamination.

Besides being a rip-off, bottled water damages the environment. 
Removal of large amounts of groundwater from a region or community can alter the level and flow of springs, lakes, rivers, 
and drinking water wells. Companies like Nestlé take water from U.S. communities, sell it for billions of dollars in profit 
and then dump the environmental costs onto society. In 2007, U.S. plastic water bottle production required between 
32 and 54 million gallons of oil – and three out of every four of those bottles end up in landfills or are incinerated. Also, 
transporting bottled water across hundreds and sometimes thousands of miles spews carbon dioxide into the air and 
contributes to climate change. You can learn more about bottled water on our website at http://www.foodandwaterwatch.
org/water/pubs/reports/take-back-the-tap.

Bottled water also causes equity issues, since many people cannot afford to buy their water. Ultimately, no one should be 
forced to buy clean drinking water. One of the hallmarks of a just society is 
access to clean and affordable water for all citizens. 

But just kicking the bottle in favor of the tap is not enough; we need to 
work to make sure that we have the best tap water possible. In many 
parts of the country, our nation’s public water and sewer infrastructure 
is old and in the coming years will need billions of dollars of investment 
to maintain and further improve treatment, storage, and distribution. 
Unfortunately, most states and communities are strapped for cash. Each 
year we fall more than $20 billion short of what is needed to maintain our 
public water and sewage systems.  
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wasted in the making of 
the plastic bottle and the 

bottling process.
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For these reasons, we need Congress to establish a clean water trust fund that would give communities the financial help 
they need to invest in healthy and safe drinking water for every American and for future generations. Sign our petition for 
a Trust Fund on our website.

Who Is Food & Water Watch?

Food & Water Watch is a non-profit advocacy organization in Washington, DC with offices around the country. We protect 
our essential resources by transforming the public consciousness about what we eat and drink and by mobilizing people to 
take action to make a difference.

Food & Water Watch works with grassroots organizations around the world to create an economically and 
environmentally viable future. Through research, public and policymaker education, media, and lobbying, we advocate 
policies that guarantee safe, wholesome food produced in a humane and sustainable manner and public, rather than 
private, control of water resources including oceans, rivers, and groundwater.  

Why Should Students Get Involved on Their Campuses?

We are facing a long-term water crisis that involves both scarcity issues and toxic pollution. More and more students are 
realizing that they are in a great position to organize around these issues. As a result, a bottled water backlash is already 
stirring on campuses across the country. Concerned students are passing student body resolutions opposing bottled water, 
launching awareness campaigns, and removing bottled water from campus. With their position as both large institutions 
and centers of progressive thought, universities are important to have on board in the movement for water justice.

From a campus educational display made by students at Cal Polytechnic State University, 2009. Photo courtesy of Michelle Beam.
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This kit is designed to walk you through 
the basics of establishing the Take Back 

the Tap campaign on your campus. Start by 
familiarizing yourself with TBTT materials and 

look at what other campuses have done (See Section 
4: Case Studies of Successful Campus Campaigns). Food 
& Water Watch will provide you with tools that connect 
you with students across the nation. After looking over 
TBTT materials, you should determine what tools, funding, 
support, time, and energy are available to you and assess 
your goals. 

Keep in mind these organizing principles as you plan your 
campaign:

• Have a concrete goal that will engage students and 
improve their lives.

Every campaign should have a goal that can be 
measured. For example, raising awareness about 
bottled water is abstract, and you would have a difficult 
time measuring your success. A measurable goal would 
be to upgrade six drinking fountains on campus, or pass 
a policy that does not allow student funds to be used for 
the purchase of bottled water. 

• Give students a sense of their power to organize for 
change on campus.

Organizing is partly about building the self-confidence 
of individuals and the group itself so that other goals 
can be achieved on campus. It’s also a way for students 
to get experience organizing that they can use in the 
future. 

Getting Started

1) Find an organization on campus to work 
with or start your own group. 

Most colleges and universities have environmental or 
service organizations already established that are looking 
for projects. If none of these organizations are appropriate, 
you can start your own group (See Section 2: Recruitment).

If you are working with a group, determine how many 
students are already active. If you are starting a new 
volunteer group, you will need to recruit members.

Either way, you will need to attract more members, develop 
leadership and keep people engaged. (See Section 2: 
Recruitment and Section 3: Leadership Development).

The TBTT talking points (See Section 5: Talking Points for 
the TBTT Campaign) can be used in pitching the campaign 
to an organization or to individual students. 

2) Set the Goal 

Consider what would be best option to get your campus to 
Take Back the Tap. Some alternatives to bottled water that 
you may want to consider implementing on your campus 
are:

• Installing and/or repairing drinking fountains
• Retrofitting drinking fountains to accommodate filling 

reusable bottles
• Retrofitting drinking fountains with filters 
• Working with dining services to stop selling bottled 

water and to install a water filling station
• Working with campus administration on a program to 

provide every student with a reusable water bottle 
• Organizing and promoting bottled water-free events on 

campus
• Passing a resolution that prohibits the university from 

using funds to purchase bottled water for staff, faculty, 
and students

          (See the sample resolution in Section 6: Resources).
          (See a sample petition in Section 6: Resources).

SECTION 1: PLANNING A WINNING “TAKE 
BACK THE TAP” CAMPUS CAMPAIGN



5

You may need to answer some research questions about 
your university before you can set your goal. Questions may 
include:
 
• Who coordinates campus events?
• Does the school have a contract to serve bottled water 

at events?
• What are campus policies in regard to events?
• Has the school signed any environmental declarations 

or policies?
• What is the hierarchy of power on campus?
• What are the alternatives to bottled water already 

available on campus?
• How much money would the campus save by giving up 

bottled water?

Finding the answers to these questions will help to 
determine a realistic, measurable goal for your Take Back 
the Tap campaign. You may want to use the Midwest 
Academy Organizing Strategy Chart to assist you with 
planning your campaign. (See Section 6: Resources for 
a copy of the Strategy Chart and and Explanation of the 
Chart’s Terms).

3) Find Partners or Allies on Campus

Once you set your goal and have a plan for growing your 
own organization, it is time to think about who on campus 
is already tuned into the issue or is likely to feel strongly 
about it once they know the facts. It will differ from campus 
to campus, but look to these people as potential allies who 
can help you reach your goal.

• Faculty 
◊ Professors who are interested in sustainability or 

social justice issues are great allies, because they 
may know more about school policies than you, can 
offer guidance, and may have some influence on 
campus. They may also know other faculty and staff 
who would support your campaign. 

◊ Advisors of student groups such as social justice, 
environmental, or green business are likely to be 
interested in the campaign.

• Campus Staff
◊ Sustainability coordinators are important people 

to have as allies, because they usually have a say in 
school operations and policy decisions.

◊ Facilities staff can help with drinking fountains and 
filling stations. They can help you determine:

 � How many drinking fountains are on campus?
 � Do drinking fountains work?
 � Is it possible to add filters to drinking 

fountains?
◊ Student stores and dining services staff could be 

important proponents of alternatives to bottled 
water in their departments by pushing for:

 � Offering filtered water in dining halls or 
cafeterias

 � Promoting reusable water containers in student 
stores

 � Branding reusable containers with the college’s 
logo

 � Providing pitchers of water in campus coffee 
shops and food places

• Students
◊ Student groups such as human rights, 

envrionmental, green business, political, and 
religious

◊ Freshmen or sophomores (It’s good to have 
younger students to carry on the campaign when 
upperclassmen graduate.)

• Local city council members and mayor – they make 
great speakers for events and have power to make 
things happen.

• Local city water department would be a great partner 
for your campaign and should have an interest in 
promoting tap water.

4) Determine what resources you have 
and what you will need to accomplish your 
goal.

The next step is determining how much money you need 
for the campaign, including materials, banners, events and 
other types of activities and tactics. 

For funding opportunities, find out if your school has a 
fund for student projects or sustainability projects. You can 
also look into getting other student groups or some of your 
allies to collaborate and raise funds for a TBTT campaign. 

From the Slow Food Nation bottled-water-free event in San 
Francisco, August 2008. Photo by Mike Kahn/Green Stock 
Media.
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Fundraising Ideas:

• Sell Food & Water Watch TBTT reusable water bottles. 
Ask a campus organizer about how to purchase 
canteens from Food and Water Watch.

• Collect donations at events or charge admission at an 
event.

• Work with student groups that already have some 
funds.

• Connect with some of the university’s donors (--they 
have an enormous amount of influence on university 
decisionmakers). Get them to write a letter of support 
or donate to your cause.

• Hold a fundraiser on campus. Be creative!

5) Identify the TBTT Target 

The “target” is the person or persons with the power to give 
you what you want.  In the case of going bottle-free, there 
could be many steps along the way, so you may have more 
than one target, but ultimately the buck stops somewhere. 
Your ultimate target for this campaign may be:

• University President
• Sustainability Coordinator
• Facilities Director
• Food and Dining Services Director
• Residence Hall Coordinator

It is also important to determine who has influence over 
your target. You may need that person to help you put 
pressure on your target. If we organize those people in mass 
numbers we can pressure the target to give us what we 
want. Influences (also called allies, constituents) may be:
• Students
• Faculty/staff 
• University donors
• Community groups

• Student government
• Clubs, athletics, fraternities/sororities 
• Local public officials

6) Develop and Carry Out Tactics

Tactics are the things that you do to make your target give 
you what you want.  Many of your tactics will take place on 
campus, so be sure to research school policy and find out 
what is allowed on campus. Also remember to start small by 
“testing the waters” on campus. You don’t want to organize 
a large-scale rally and invite media if you haven’t built up 
campus support and don’t have the numbers of people 
to successfully pull it off. Start small and build from your 
successes.

Some ideas for TBTT tactics:
• Bottled water-free events on campus such as concerts, 

films, conferences, festivals, student orientations, etc. 
(See FWW’s Free Your Event from Bottled Water for 
more information about how to do this.)

• Tap vs. bottled water taste tests (See step by step guide 
to organizing a tap vs. bottled water taste test.)

• Tabling at campus festivals
• Screening a film, such as FLOW, Thirst, or Blue Gold

◊ Include a discussion panel after the film
• Visual artistic display the amount of waste produced by 

consumption of bottled water
• Panel discussion
• Class presentations (See Rap for Class Presentation in 

Section 6: Additional Resources)
• To ensure that your tactics are successful in putting 

pressure on your target, you will need to plan in 
advance. See the step-by step guide to organizing a tap 
vs. bottled water taste test on page 7 as an example. 
This type of planning will be required when organizing 
any kind of campaign event. 

A truck with 4200 gallons of municipal tap water helps the 2009 Vermont Brewers Festival transition to going bottled-water-free. 
Photo by Food & Water Watch.
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A step-by-step guide to organizing 
tap vs. bottled water taste test

The following is a simple week-by-week guide to organizing 
a tap vs. bottled water taste test. The following steps may 
also be used for other types of large on-campus events.

Give yourself 4 to 8 weeks to organize a campus event. 
Although 8 weeks may seem like a long time, keep in mind 
that materials and flyers may take a few weeks to order and 
print and you’ll have to recruit volunteers. Plus, venues 
on campus often require that you reserve a space weeks in 
advance due to competing events.

How many volunteers will you need? You will probably 
need 3 or 4 volunteers for each 2-hour shift.  During each 
shift, two people should be at the taste-test table and one or 
two people at the table with educational materials. 

Important things to remember for a 
successful event
1. Advertise and announce your event weeks in advance. 

The more you talk about and advertise your event, the 
better the turnout will be. You can never advertise or 
talk about your event too much.  

2. Visuals are critical! Besides a great design for posters 
and flyers, a great visual at your event will attract 
more interest and people to your table, and make a 
great photo op for your campus newspaper, website, 
etc. You can create anything from posters, to art made 
from plastic bottles, to simply a huge mountain of the 
empty bottles to represent the amount of bottled water 
consumed on campus.  
 
Students from Chico State University wanted to 
show how many plastic bottles were used on campus. 
Fortunately, the campus has its own recycling center, 
so students collected plastic bottles from recycling 
containers in the warehouse. They started collecting 
bags weeks before the event and stored the bottles in 
large clear plastic bags in the warehouse. On the day of 
the event, huge bags of plastic water bottles were piled 
into a mountain in the middle of campus, which was 
also the location of their taste test. The mountain was 
surrounded by facts about bottled water and was a huge 
hit on campus! 

3. Plan, plan, plan. Through planning you can avoid 
last-minute problems and make sure you’re prepared 
with materials, volunteers, etc. By following this week-
to-week guide you will prepare yourself for a fun and 
successful event! 

6 weeks before the event
1. Choose a day and time to have your taste test when 

most students are on campus. This is typically during 
mid-week and early- to mid-afternoon.  

2. Find a central location on campus where foot traffic is 
high and you will attract the most students. When you 
decide on a location, get permission from the university 
and check policies and guidelines about tabling on 
campus. Reserve space, tables and chairs as soon as 
possible. Many universities loan tables and chairs to 
students. If your school doesn’t offer this, then ask 
another student group if they are willing to loan you 
some tables and chairs.  

3. Make a checklist for the event, including:
• Materials for the taste test (See materials section 

for a list of what you will need)
• Posters and flyers
• Educational materials
• An “ask”—this is what you’re asking people who 

stop by your table to do. It could be a petition, 
pledge to TBTT, or volunteer sign-up.

• Volunteers
• Tables and chairs
• TBTT banner
• Venue or space

From the Slow Food Nation bottled-water-free event in San 
Francisco, August 2008. Photo by Mike Kahn/Green Stock 
Media.
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4. Visuals. If you plan to create a visual from plastic 
single-use water bottles, consider what that visual 
will be, an estimate of how many plastic bottles you 
will need, where you can collect bottles, and where to 
store the bottles. Check out pictures of other displays 
students have created. 

5 weeks before the event
1. Create and/or order posters and flyers for your event. 

If you plan to professionally print posters for your taste 
test event, expect the posters to take at least 4 weeks 
to design, draft, and print. Also, remember to hang 
posters throughout campus a week prior to the event. 
 

2. We recommend that you also provide educational 
materials on a table next to the taste test. Request 
TBTT materials from Food & Water Watch. Please 
refer to the list of available materials at the end of this 
outline.

4 weeks before the event
1. Meet with the printer and look over drafts of posters, if 

applicable. 

2. Confirm materials request with Food & Water Watch. 

3. Begin recruiting volunteers for the event.

3 weeks before the event
1. Check on posters with printer. 

2. Create a list of local media outlets that you want to 
cover the event, including school newspapers, radio 
and local newspapers.  

3. Create a schedule for tabling that includes timeslots 
and how many volunteers you need during each 
timeslot.  

4. Send out emails to your list of TBTT members and ask 
them to volunteer for the taste test event. If you don’t 
have many members, you may want to post volunteer 
opportunities on university announcements and ask 
professors if you can make an announcement to their 
class.  

5. Schedule a meeting place and draft agenda for a 
volunteer meeting that will be scheduled for one week 
prior to the event.

2 weeks before the event
1. Buy all materials for the taste test

• 4 pitchers
• About 150 small cups, such as Dixie cups
• Tape and markers
• 3 different types of bottled water, about 28 to 32 oz 

of each brand
• Tap water, filtered or unfiltered

• Blindfolds
• TBTT pledge 

2. Send out a second round of emails to recruit volunteers 
and invite them to meeting.  

3. Create a media advisory. 

4. Pick-up posters/flyers from the printer.

1 week before the event
1. Hang posters and flyers throughout campus. Don’t 

forget dorms and residence halls! 

2. Post the event on university announcements and 
calendars.  

3. Send confirmation emails to all volunteers, including 
the volunteer schedule in the email. In addition to 
emails, make phone calls to all volunteers. Calling 
volunteers on the phone adds an extra level of 
commitment on their end. 

4. Have a meeting with all volunteers and go over TBTT 
talking points, materials, and how the taste test will 
work. Try to make the meeting fun and brief, maybe 
provide some pizza. 

5. Send out media advisory to local media outlets.

From the Vermont Brewers’ Festival bottled-water-free event, 
July 2009. Photo by Food & Water Watch.
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Week of event
1. Send out reminder emails and calls to confirm 

volunteers a day before the event. 

2. Check to make sure you have all necessary materials. 

3. Make announcements in class and send out emails to 
friends.

Day of Event
Give yourself 1 to 2 hours to set-up the taste test, tabling 
materials, and visual display. 

Taste test set-up 
• Mark handles of water pitchers A, B, C, D and create a 

key that tells which type of water corresponds to each 
letter. Be sure to keep this key out of sight from taste 
testers and discretely refill pitchers so tasters don’t see 
what is in each pitcher.  

• Make sure all of the water is cool or cold—don’t forget 
to chill the tap water! This generally tastes better. Don’t 
worry about completely filling tasting cups with water; 
people will really only need a sip or two from each cup.  

• Display the different brands of bottled water that you 
are using in your taste test and ask people if they think 
they can tell the difference between tap and bottled 
water.  

• Set up your visual display.

When talking with people who are participating in the 
taste test, use talking points and encourage them to take 
TBTT materials. The purpose of a taste test is to start a 
conversation with people about the differences between 
bottled and tap water.  Give people information about their 
local water supply, and also information about how and 
why they should take back the tap. Don’t forget to have 
them sign the TBTT pledge or local ‘ask.’

Suggested educational materials for a 
taste test:
• Local water quality report—this can be found on your 

local water utility website
•	 How to read your water quality report guide
• TBTT fact sheet (or half sheet version)
•  TBTT stickers
•	 Take Back the Tap report
•	 Free your event from bottled water guide
• TBTT pledge (optional)

From Riverkeeper’s WaterFest bottled-water-free event in New 
York, October 2008. Photo by Wenonah Hauter.
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Recruitment is important for a number 
of reasons. It allows you to get more done 

and builds a long-term, sustainable move-
ment for positive social and environmental 

change. It’s commonly said that “any orga-
nization that isn’t growing is shrinking.” Plus, 

you’ll need broad support to achieve your goal.
 

Why do people join groups?

• Altruism (“I care about water justice and human 
rights.”)

• Transaction (“There was free pizza at the kickoff 
meeting.”)

• Self-interest (“I’ve had my water cut off because I can’t 
afford to pay the higher, privatized rates.”)

• Social Needs (“My friends and I are working on this fun 
project together.”)

Why do people stay in groups?

It is important to consider what factors keep people 
involved in the work to ensure that you incorporate these 
into your work.

• Responsibility (“I’m the media coordinator for the 
chapter; they’re expecting me to be there.”)

• Winning! (“We beat our phone calls goal!”)
• Fun community (“The campaign HQ is so welcoming 

and the people are so friendly.”)
• Constant learning (“The action was challenging, but we 

pulled it off.”)
• Leadership experience/resumes, etc. (“ I’m the visuals 

coordinator!”)

Your actions should be creating opportunities for members 
to do all of those things.  

What does a great, recruitment-
oriented action look like?

• Raises visibility and educates people about your issue.
• Recruits new people to the action and identifies 

potential leaders (don’t forget to collect contact 
information!).

• Builds strength and credibility for your group itself.
• Pressures the intended target within the context of your 

overall strategy and campaign goals.
Principles of organizing a recruitment-oriented action: Use 
these principles to guide your recruitment related activites.

1. Set clear, measurable goals, such as having 10 
postcards signed per hour at each table, getting 20 new 
phone numbers, or getting 5 new people to come to the 
next meeting. 

2. Work with the best. The best way to develop new 
leaders is to spend the most time with the people who 
have demonstrated the most dedication and excitement 
about the campaign. 

3. Always be recruiting – because any group that isn’t 
growing is shrinking.  

4. Ask everyone to do something right away, and delegate 
quickly, with clear roles.  

SECTION 2: RECRUITMENT

From the Tap In! student group’s campus orientation at Guelph 
University, 2008. Photo provided by Izzy Hirji.
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5. Trust members with real responsibility. 

6. Cast a wide net by going after the “low-hanging fruit” 
(groups likely to join on, like environmental student 
groups), but do not make assumptions, and give a wide 
swath of people an opportunity to get involved.  

7. Be prepared and well-organized.  Have materials such 
as scripts, phones, etc ready. People are giving their 
time, and we want to make it as useful and productive 
as possible. 

8.  Have backup plans! 

9. People’s first participation in the group should involve 
an action, not just a meeting. As soon as possible, have 
them participating in the overall goals for the campaign 
(writing a letter, helping coordinate a table, calling 
volunteers, etc.).

Recruitment Pitfalls

Avoid these worst practices when it comes to recruiting new 
members to your organization.

• Not following up right away —call people right away and 
turn their interest into commitment.

• Thinking you have enough volunteers—if we have 
enough people involved, our goals are not big enough.

• Jumping into asks without listening—make sure you 
take the time to get to know both your prospective 
volunteers and your leaders, what motivates them, and 
what they think.

How to efficiently and effectively 
build members 

If you want 20 people to attend a 
meeting or rally, invite 80 people

Organizers’ math: use the rule of halves. (If you want 
20 attendees, you need 160 names and number. 
Here’s why: 160 names and numbers = 80 contacts= 
40 people planning to attend=20 attendees.)

4 C’s- connection, context, commitment, 
catapult

Make a connection with the person who you are 
recruiting and, using talking points, explain why they 
should be involved in Take Back the Tap. Then, ask 
them to commit to something, for instance attending 
a meeting. Don’t stop there,; remind that person 
about the meeting by giving them a call. Emails are 
fine, but calls are more personal.

Follow up right away
Phone calls are always better than email, and urgency 
is important

Track everything
Collect contact information. Get names, telephone 
numbers, emails and zip codes. Be organized with 
your tracking systems.

Make it fun!
Debrief your volunteers on how the event went, and 
then have a social event to celebrate. 

Create a sense of opportunity and urgency to build 
long-term leadership and dedication. 
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Leadership development is a challenging 
skill to learn as an organizer. Developing 

leaders requires you to understand your 
volunteers’ motivations, to be perceptive, 

to listen, and to ask questions. Developing 
leaders will require you to give away some of 

your own power and help others take on leadership 
roles. You will watch activists grow, develop skills, and 
recognize their own power.

How to find and develop leaders:

• Cast a wide net – leaders are developed. Many people 
need the opportunity to be in a leadership role and 
recognize their ability to lead.

• Work with people who will do the most – the people 
who are passionate about the issue and dedicate a lot 
of time to the campaign are the people who you want to 
mentor.

• Lead by example – be a role model for activists by 
setting the bar high when achieving goals.

• Raise the bar – develop leaders by raising standards 
and challenging people.

SECTION 3: LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT

From an event encouraging restaurants to serve tap water, 
2008. Photo by Noelle Ferdon.
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There are many options for designing a unique TBTT 
campaign. The following case studies share some stories of 
successful TBTT campus campaigns across the country.

California State University, Chico 
Take Back the Tap 
Chico, CA

In 2007, a Chico State student working as a recycling 
intern for Associated Students (AS) Recycling noticed the 
enormous amount of plastic bottles that was winding up 
in the recycling. It was time to Take Back the Tap and find 
out what all the hype was about bottled water. The first step 
was researching the quality of Chico’s tap water, which is 
great-tasting, safe, and inexpensive. The second step was 
getting the word out to students.

During the first months of the campaign, students tabled, 
organized tap versus bottled water taste tests, displayed 
and collected water bottles from campus, and gave class 
presentations about the Take Back the Tap campaign. By 
the second semester, the movement had grown so much 
that an Environmental Thought and Action class decided 
to write an advisory measure for Associated Students 
elections. Students were given the opportunity to vote on 
whether or not AS should retrofit (adding a glass filler) and 

install filters on drinking fountains on 
campus. Students overwhelmingly voted 
yes! AS Union agreed to pay for retrofitting 
fountains in the Bell Memorial Union, the 
main building on campus. The actual filters 
were donated from CUNO, AquaPure.

Meanwhile, students applied for a grant from the 
Sustainability Fund on campus and were granted more than 
$10,000. A majority of the money was used to give students 
coupons for purchasing Klean Kanteens. The remaining 
funds were used to purchase Take Back the Tap buttons, 
posters to put above retrofitted drinking fountains, flyers, 
and literature. Students also partnered with AS Bookstore 
and put the college’s logo on Klean Kanteens sold in the 
bookstore.

Since the inception of Take Back the Tap at Chico State, 
sales of Klean Kanteens on campus have increased 13-fold, 
the new Wildcat Activity Recreation Center on campus 
installed bottle-filling spigots and filters in their facility, 
and hundred of students have pledged to Take Back 
the Tap. Students are currently working with Facilities 
Planning and Facilities Management to incorporate the 
spigot/filter style fountains into the University Building 
Standards. 

SECTION 4:  CASE STUDIES OF 
SUCCESSFUL TBTT CAMPUS 
CAMPAIGNS

From a bottled-water-free press event in San Francisco, 2008. Photo by Noelle Ferdon.
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New York University, Take Back the 
Tap/Sustainable NYU
New York, NY

Earth Matters, a student group at New York University 
(NYU), collaborated with NYU’s Sustainability Task Force 
to Take Back the Tap. Students on the Task Force received 
a “green grant” to research the quality of water throughout 
the campus facilities and do a survey of why people choose 
bottled over tap. At the same time, students from Earth 
Matters worked to educate the community. They organized 
taste tests and tabled to get the word out, made large 
displays of empty plastic water bottles, and worked with the 
task force to purchase stainless steel reusable bottles to sell 
to students at a discount during the fall of 2009.

In 2008, the university decided to eliminate bottled water 
at all catered events on campus and has gradually been 
requiring departments to go bottle-free. The Take Back the 
Tap campaign at NYU is still going strong. In fall of 2009, 
the university will no longer include bottled water in meal 
plans for on-campus dining facilities.

Students are continuing to work with administrators at 
NYU and Food & Water Watch to design a public awareness 
campaign and prepare to phase out bottled water from 
campus. They will continue preparing the community by 
making large displays of empty plastic water bottles and 
hosting events to spread the word about water issues.

Bowdoin College, Bowdoin 
Evergreen student group
Brunswick, ME

Bowdoin’s Evergreen student group initiated the Take Back 
the Tap campaign on campus.  Students pledged to choose 
tap over bottled water beverages and campaign leaders 
lobbied college administrators to remove bottled water 
from campus events and facilities. Campus Coordinator 
Abriel Ferreira published two articles on the environmental 
and social problems associated with bottled water.

The campus’ dining services decided to eliminate bottled 
water in response to suggestions from students involved in 
the TBTT campaign. 

The President of Bowdoin College is currently researching 
the process involved in installing more water stations on 
campus to promote public water access.
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Choosing tap water over bottled 
water is…

Better for your health:

• Bottled water companies spend millions of dollars on 
advertising to make consumers believe that bottled 
water is cleaner and safer than tap water, when in 
fact fewer than three people at the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) oversee bottled water.

• FDA only requires water bottlers to test their source 
water for bacteria one time each week and their 
finished bottled water one time each week. Tap water is 
regulated by the Environmental Protection Agency and 
large municipal water systems test tap water hundreds 
of times a month for bacteria.

• EPA tests must be conducted in certified laboratories, 
while FDA does not have the authority to require 
bottlers to conduct tests in certified labs.

• Single-serving plastic bottles contain chemicals 
that can leach pthalates, endocrine disrupters that 
may cause birth defects, cancer, and developmental 
problems. Large five-gallon bottles of water such as the 
ones found in many office settings may contain BPA, 
another endocrine-disrupting chemical.

• Tap water test results must be made available to the 
public in their annual water quality reports, while FDA 
cannot require bottlers to make their tests available to 
the public, even when the tests violate drinking water 
standards. Tap water utilities must report a violation 
that presents a health problem to the public and to the 
EPA within 24 hours.  

Better for your wallet:

• Tap water costs between $0.002 - $0.003 per gallon.
• Typical bottled water brands can cost hundreds to 

thousands of times that amount. 
• Tip: Check how much it costs to buy a bottle of water 

on your campus, since prices can vary depending on 
where you live. Figure out what the per-gallon cost of 
that would be and use that as your comparison to tap 
water.

• Up to 45 percent of bottled water—including Coke’s 
Dasani and Pepsi’s Aquafina—comes from municipal 
sources, which means it is the same tap water we get 
in our homes, reprocessed and in some instances re-
filtered, but costs up to thousands of times more.

 

Better for the environment:

• OIL:  Production and distribution of all 
inputs into bottled water in 2007 in the U.S. 
alone required between 32 and 54 million barrels of oil.

• ENERGY:  Producing bottled water uses up to 2000 
times the energy cost of producing tap water.  This 
includes the energy used to produce plastic bottles, 
extract water from ground, bottle the water and 
distribute the water. This does not include the energy 
required to remove the waste of the bottles.

• WASTE: About three out of every four empty plastic 
water bottles in the U.S. land in the garbage instead of 
the recycle bin.  

• CONSERVATION: Bottled water companies extract 
millions of gallons of water a day, draining aquifers and 
groundwater sources that communities need. 

Better for our communities:

• Water is a basic public service that should be available 
to everyone, not a commodity available for those who 
can afford it. 

• By undermining public confidence in tap water, 
bottling corporations are undermining local control 
and investment in one of our most essential resources 
– water!

• From Maine to Michigan to California and abroad, the 
bottled water industry uses its political and financial 
power to disregard local concerns about the negative 
environmental and economic impacts of bottling plants 
and groundwater extraction.

• Water bottlers do not pay the full cost of the damage 
they cause to the communities they harm. 

Better for the global water supply:

• The World Health Organization estimates that by 2025, 
two-thirds of the world’s population will not have 
access to safe water. We need long-term solutions to 
the growing global crisis now, not purity myths in a 
plastic bottle. 

• People who take back the tap here are joining an 
international movement to protect water as a human 
right and to prevent water from becoming the oil of the 
21st century. 

SECTION 5: TALKING POINTS 
FOR THE TBTT CAMPAIGN



16

Midwest Academy Strategy Chart and 
explanation of terms

Sample resolution to ban bottled water 
on campus

Sample petition to have bottled water 
banned 

Rap for class presentation

Food & Water Watch’s Take Back 
the Tap Materials

• Take Back the Tap half-sheets
•	 Take Back the Tap report
•	 Free Your Event from Bottled Water guide
•	 All Bottled Up: Nestlé report
•	 How to Read your Water Quality Report
• Home Tap Water Filtration Guide

Explanation of Midwest Academy 
Organizing Strategy Chart 
Terminology

Targets
Targets are decisionmakers who have the power to give 
you what you want. Your target may be the president of 
your campus or the head of student government. A target 
is never an organization or a committee, but rather an 
individual with a name. If it is a committee that has the 
power to give you what you want, choose an individual or 
set of individuals on that committee. Remember that you 
may have different targets for different goals, therefore you 
will have to develop separate strategy charts for each goal.

Allies and Opponents
After setting goals and determining the target(s), create 
a list of allies and opponents. Allies are the people and 
organizations that will help you reach your goal(s) by 
providing advice, tools, funding, and other resources. 
Faculty, staff, student government, and leaders of student 
organizations are potential allies. 

Keep in mind that you want to form a coalition that is 
diverse and strong. Bring people into your coalition who are 
part of a larger network of people and will help build the 
movement.

A good strategy also considers opponents, those who will 

oppose your efforts. List your opponents and the power 
that they have and could use against a Take Back the Tap 
campaign. 

Tactics
Tactics are what you and your allies do to put pressure 
on the targets. There are many different types of tactics, 
including media exposure, rallies, petitions, and tabling. 
Tactics will also build your group and campaign. For 
instance, gathering hundreds or thousands of names on 
a petition to install drinking fountains on campus puts 
pressure on the target. It also allows you gather contact 
information of people who you can invite to volunteer, 
attend rallies, and stay updated on your campaign in the 
future.

Each tactic that you define should be kept in line with the 
campaign’s primary goal and overall strategy. Create a 
timeline for when you would like to implement your tactics. 

Research
Research helps you understand the issue so that you are 
able to provide feasible and realistic solutions to your 
target. Research will also help you determine what power 
you have on campus and how you can alter the relations of 
power between students and decisionmakers.

Research existing policies and programs on campus. Gather 
facts about water quality on campus, the sale of bottled 
water, contracts with bottled water companies, etc. 

Talking Points
Every campus campaign needs clear, concise talking points 
that grab people’s attention and start a conversation about 
why taking back the tap is important for everyone. People 
are busy and their time is limited, so it’s important to get 
their attention with catchy messages and slogans. The same 
goes for posters and signs – keep the messages short and 
catchy. Each individual has his or her own concerns when 
it comes to making decisions about water. Some concerns 
include health, cost, environment, and social implications. 
See the RESOURCES section of this toolkit for TBTT 
talking points to address each of these concerns. These 
examples will help you develop other talking points and 
messaging for your Take Back the Tap campaign.

Midwest Academy Organizing Chart

See attached .pdf file

SECTION 6: RESOURCES



17

Take Back the Tap Sample Resolution

1.) WHEREAS, The Mission Statement of [University Name] states that “[Insert language of 
university policy concerning waste reduction and/or conservation”]; and

2.) WHEREAS, [University Name] has had a long history of advocating environmental and 
sustainable responsibility; and

3.) WHEREAS, The [University Policy Name] states that [“sustainability policy language 
here” ] and

5.) WHEREAS, [University Name] consumes more than [___] single-use water bottles per year; 
and

6.) WHEREAS, U.S. plastic water bottle production requires between 32 and 54 million gallons of 
oil, and three out of every four of those bottles end up in landfills or in an incinerator; and

8.) WHEREAS, [Insert language about the local water supply, such as quality of local 
water supply, and/or support from local water supplier]; and

9.) WHEREAS, public tap water is safe and is significantly more affordable and accessible, and 
environmentally sustainable than bottled water; and

10.) WHEREAS, universities and colleges around the country including Chico State, UC Berkeley, 
Sarah Lawrence, Vassar, Smith College, Washington University, Oregon State and many others have 
already made efforts campuswide to curb their bottled water use; therefore, be it

11.) RESOLVED, that [University Name] will strongly discourage the use of [University Name] 
funds to purchase single-serving bottles of water, be it further

12.) RESOLVED, that the [University Name] will encourage the utilization of refillable containers 
at its facilities and functions, be it further

13.) RESOLVED, that [University Name] will support efforts to educate the campus community 
regarding the value and benefits of using [Name of City] water system for all its water needs, be it 
finally

14.) RESOLVED, that [University Name] will (this could include one of the following): not 
purchase or distribute bottled water on campus, and will replace bottled water, whenever appropriate, 
with tap water. Reinvest in drinking fountain infrastructure by increasing and retrofitting drinking 
fountains on campus. No longer provide bottled water in vending machines on campus. 
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Sample Rap for Use During a Class Presentation

Introduction
Hi! I’m _______, and I’m with the Take Back the Tap campaign with Food & Water Watch. Food & Water Watch is a 
national consumer advocacy nonprofit; the Take Back the Tap Campaign works to protect safe, accessible, clean, water for 
all, both here in the U.S. and around the world. 

Context
Before I get started, I have a quick question – how many of you drink water? (everyone laughs and raises their hands)

That’s right, we all do. It’s a pretty fundamental need and a basic human right. We can’t live without it.
 
Bottled water has become a booming industry. Here in the United States, we spent over 11.23 billion dollars at the 
wholesale level in 2008 alone. Why do most people drink it? (Wait for answers)

Problem
That’s right. People think it’s purer, healthier, and safer. Actually, that’s not true. Bottled water is one of the least-
regulated industries in the country, tested far less frequently than what comes out of our faucets. Many of the major 
bottled water brands are just tap water repackaged, marked up to hundreds and sometimes thousands of times the public 
water price. Aquafina? Dasani? It’s all tap water. This water is then packaged in plastic bottles, using between 32 and 54 
million barrels of oil, and transported all over the world, and eventually 3 out of every 4 water bottles will end up in a 
landfill.

This shift towards bottled water is hiding a bigger problem. Forbes Magazine said that water is becoming the oil of the 21st 
century, and by 2025, the WHO estimates that 2/3 of the world will not have access to water. Even here in [X city], our 
systems pipes and treatment facilities are aging. Federal funding for water infrastructure falls and estimated $22 billion 
short of what is needed each here. Here in in [X city], according to recent reports, there is a gap of [X] dollars every year! 
[Give local examples of deteriorating infrastructure if necessary.]

Solution
That’s why we’re launching the Take Back the Tap campaign. We think water should be safe, clean, and affordable for 
everyone, not a luxury item for only the wealthy.  We’re calling on local groups here to pledge to shift away from the 
bottled brands, and we’re calling on Congress to reinvest in public water systems as a national priority. 

Action
To do it, we’re going to be holding screenings, meeting with Congressional representatives, and working with campus 
leaders – and we need as many folks to get involved as we can! If you are interested in getting involved with an 
international justice movement through an advocacy organization, please put down your name and number. Our first kick-
off meeting is on [Day, time] at [location] !

Personal Story
While you’re filling those out, I can tell you how I got involved in the campaign, and why I love water. 

Our first kick-off event will be at ________________. Free food will be provided! Hope you can all make it! Thanks so 
much!
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Take Back the Tap Sample Petition

Here at [our university], we pride ourselves on our commitment to sustainability. We believe water should be safe, 
accessible and affordable for all; that water is a human right and basic public service, not a corporate commodity.

As members of the [university] community, we ask that you join us in taking back the tap, by:

• No longer buying bottled water for personal use and working to reduce the use of bottled water during campus events. 

• Investing in well-maintained drinking water fountains and filling stations in public spaces as well as reusable water 
bottles for students, faculty and staff. 

• Supporting policies that promote public water systems and ensure the maintenance and upgrades needed in our 
country’s water distribution systems.

 



Food & Water Watch
Main	Office
1616 P St. NW, Suite 300
Washington, DC  20036
tel: (202) 683-2500
fax: (202) 683-2501
info@fwwatch.org
www.foodandwaterwatch.org

California	Office
25 Stillman Street, Suite 200
San Francisco, CA 94107
tel: (415) 293-9900
fax: (415) 293-9941
info-ca@fwwatch.org


